1. Introduction {#s0005}
===============

European landscapes of the 21st century are facing extraordinary pressure as competing land uses battle for new ground, confronting alternative ways of exploiting and inhabiting the countryside. Together with the widely analyzed processes of neoliberal conservation and the commoditization of nature that have deeply altered the direction of rural development in Europe in the past 50 years ([@b0345], [@b0230], [@b0505], [@b0510]), new pressures on land-uses have been recently emerging. Several authors have been warning about the spreading throughout Europe of critical processes in which natural resources such as water, energy, or land are being harnessed in the form of critical land grabs ([@b0475], [@b0215], [@b0540]). A close examination of these new trends of capital accumulation within rural areas is key to approach a more nuanced understanding of the shifting nature of global capitalism and the rapid way in which local dynamics are being affected by its pervasive logics.

In the last few years we have started to observe how the mountains of Europe are being re-explored by the mining industry. Across Europe, prospection for specific metals has re-started in the form of the proliferation of permit requests or actual ground testing, together with the expansion of open pit and underground mines ([@b0195]). This trend is added to the already developed structure of extractive industries affecting rural areas in Europe, mainly focused thus far on construction and industrial minerals ([@b0150]). At a time of conspicuous climate change, Europe is embarking on the race for metal ores in its quest to increase self-sufficiency. In this context, the current expansion of metal mineral mining across Europe, together with the stablished extraction of industrial and construction minerals, are prompting far-reaching changes in rural development. Contrary to former trends of rural development based on natural protection ([@b0400], [@b0390], [@b0285]), this new wave of extractivism is sweeping European rural areas, scanning the land for critical minerals ([@b0165]). Many prospection projects and mines are attempting to seize rural landscapes that, so far, had been developing within a framework dominated by conservation policies, protected areas and tourism promotion. We find this happening even within the jurisdiction of actual protected areas, as is the case in the Catalan Pyrenees, in a dramatic mountain pass between France and Spain which is currently being prospected by an international corporation searching for tungsten. In this specific location, where we have developed long-term researches since 2005 ([@b0460], [@b0340]), a long history of raising livestock on communal land gave way to large-scale timber extraction and the subsequent transformation of the landscape, to finally become a protected area, for the enjoyment of urban dwellers in their weekly quest for beauty, peace and quiet. The irruption of tungsten prospecting has led to an escalation of social movements and platforms to oppose (or support) the initiative on both sides of the mountain range. Numerous local inhabitants are deeply concerned by the way in which mining has come back to their lives.

In the midst of what has been recently called the 'Mineral Age' ([@b0275]), mineral extraction has been expanding exponentially across the world, encroaching on land and prevailing over previous uses ([@b0025]). Metal mining had been a persistent dynamic hovering over rural areas and leading landscape transition in Europe in the past centuries, and is crucial in contemporary processes defining economic livelihoods in various parts of the Global South ([@b0220], [@b0295], [@b0050]). Nonetheless, its influence had decreased significantly from European landscapes. The last decades of the 20th century witnessed a gradual withdrawal of metal mineral extraction in Europe, due to the increasing constraints imposed by the developing environmental legislation and the rise in labor costs, as well as by the reduction in overseas transportation costs ([@b0500]). But this situation is currently undergoing a drastic transformation. All of a sudden, what we were reading in the works of our colleagues working in South America, Oceania, or Africa, what seemed unimaginable in our field sites, is happening. Mining is stirring again under the regrown forests of Europe. This recent transformation is partly a consequence of the European Union (EU) changing the regulatory framework for mineral extraction, spurred on by the proliferation of government measures from emerging economies to alter the international trade in raw materials: export taxes and quotas, subsidies, price-fixing, dual pricing, and restrictive investment rules, among others ([@b0165]). These regulations, which prioritize the promotion of self-provision of what are now considered as top priority minerals, are transforming the current legislative and political framework for rural areas ([@b0165], [@b0170], [@b0175], [@b0180]). Metal ore mining is a deep-rooted reality which has being steadily developed in many areas of the Global South and is firmly advancing worldwide ([@b0210], [@b0295], [@b0225], [@b0275], [@b0395]), but that because its environmental and health related costs, had long been abandoned in Europe. Nowadays it is expanding on the continent and marking an important watershed in the recent history of rural development. New mines and prospection projects are spreading in the beautified rural areas of Europe, even close to or within some of its protected areas, and are clashing with the previous emphasis on conservation and tourism development for rural zones ([@b0230], [@b0510], [@b0450], [@b0455], [@b0335]).

This relatively new process requires a systematic, European wide, research effort. How are geopolitical priorities and global market conditions impinging on the transformation of European rural areas? What is the concrete impact of the mining push on the different regions accommodating extractive projects? To what extent is this reemerging of mining conflicting with conservation policies, protected areas and the promotion of rural tourism? These critical questions relate to established and recognized debates revolving around rural change (e.g. [@b0115], [@b0505], [@b0515], [@b0325]), the agrarian question (e.g. [@b0075], [@b0010], [@b0370], [@b0070]) and the critique of conservation and political ecology (e.g. [@b0100], [@b0130], [@b0255], [@b0265], [@b0440], [@b0480]); and open a path of critical rethinking of European rural transitions.

In this article we aim to explore the still incipient first steps of the return of extractivism to rural Europe through a review of relevant bibliographical and statistical sources and an analysis of the legal frameworks that are politically framing this socioeconomic process. We will examine the geopolitical context that led to a reemergence of metal mining in rural areas of Europe, and the extent of this process affecting former uses of the landscape. Previous emphasis on nature conservation and tourism promotion, equally fostered from European stances since the 70s on ([@b0285], [@b0355], [@b0310]), are nowadays being confronted with a renewed focus on the strengthening of self-provision of certain raw materials. We will go through the most relevant regulations as key tools for grasping the contradiction within the new legal frameworks. Moreover, we make the case for the need to study the scope of these changes drawing on the vast research experience of extractivism abroad, in order to open a fruitful dialogue and prevent the dreadful conditions brought about by metal mining ventures in several parts of the world ([@b0255], [@b0395], [@b0365]).

2. Is this really happening? Metal mining, the EU and geopolitics {#s0010}
=================================================================

Between 2000 and 2013, metal ore extraction in the EU-28 increased by around 30% ([@b0195], see [Fig. 1](#f0005){ref-type="fig"} ). This is the result of a critical global supply situation of raw materials ([@b0530]) that prompted the EU to revise its procurements and provision policies. The commodity boom of the 2000s, the increasing demand from emerging markets and concerns over long-term supply, together with a rising need in the high-tech, electronic, defense and industrial sectors, affected the price evolution of metallic minerals, tripling prices between 2002 and 2008 ([@b0165]). This critical supply situation of raw materials was exacerbated by China's dominance ([@b0085]) of the metallic minerals' market: it accounts for almost half of the global metal consumption ([@b0445]). As an example, the 2010--2012 metal mineral crisis set out by China's export quotas on rare earth elements, tungsten and molybdenum, triggered a global response in the form of a trade dispute involving the WTO and a global increase in investments and explorations ([@b0125]). Moreover, the recent laws, regulations and certification standards on minerals extracted in areas with military conflicts (such as the EU Regulation 2017/821, the US Dodd Frank Act section 1502, the ICGLR Regional Certification, among others), have affected several countries establishing the obligation for importers to provide supply chain due diligence and restricting even more the supply of certain critical minerals ([@b0045]).Fig. 1Domestic extraction by material category in 2000--2015, EU 28 (2000 = 100). Source [@b0195].

In this context, assuring a secure and stable supply of raw materials has become a strategic policy of governments all around the world, and play a crucial role within the current expected transition of the European energy system to a low carbon economy after the 2016 Paris Agreement ([@b0385]). The potential risks of raw materials' shortages might compound with import reliance, the growing demand of China and emergent economies, supplier's countries' instabilities, the discovery of new applications, economic and political factors, trade restrictions, and availability, among others. Even though the global commodities market, including the price of minerals, ore and metals, has shown signs of decline since 2011 and is expected to fall further in accordance with the current deteriorating macroeconomic situation ([@b0535]); this tendency disguised the performance of particular commodities ([@b0445]) and most importantly does not directly impact in policy trends that are already operational. Furthermore, mineral, ores and metals are expected to maintain prices or even continue a moderate growing tendency in some cases over the next 10 years ([@b0535]). These financial forecasts are in line with the argument that commodities are experiencing a super-cycle boom, a demand-driven raise in prices lasting decades and not just shorts spans of time ([@b0135], [@b0155]). Some forecasts predict a 95% rise in the global metallic mineral extraction until 2050 ([@b0150]).

In this vein, access to raw materials in order to avoid external dependency has become and continue to be a geopolitical priority for the EU. In 2008 it issued the *Raw Materials Initiative* and the *European Innovation Partnership on Raw Materials*. As stated by the EC (2008, 2): 'Raw materials are essential for the sustainable functioning of modern societies. Access to and affordability of mineral raw materials are crucial for the sound functioning of the EU\'s economy. Sectors such as construction, chemicals, automotive, aerospace, machinery and equipment sectors which provide a total value added of 1324 billion € and employment for some 30 million people depend on access to raw materials'. Developed by the EC DG Grow (Directorate-General for Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs), responsible for redesigning the internal market for goods and services, the Raw Materials Initiative is considered a critical step towards the implementation of the community's Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) ([@b0445]) and the transition to a low-carbon and circular economy by 2050 ([@b0150]). At the same time, it is regarded as a crucial step to meet European critical needs for growth and jobs preservation because it contributes to three fundamental economic pillars: assuring the supply of raw materials from global markets, a sustainable supply within the EU, and promoting resource efficiency through recycling ([@b0165]). As [@b0380] has already highlighted, these pillars are firmly based on a free-market ideology, and include schemes to create and expand the raw materials' global market. The strategy includes as well a list of Critical Raw Materials (CRMs), defined as 'raw materials of a high importance to the economy of the EU and whose supply is associated with a high risk' ([@b0190], 7). To a large extent the raw materials defined as critical by the EU concur with the criticality of minerals as understood worldwide, while others are exclusively dimed critical in the European context. The determination of the criticality of raw materials is based on two parameters: the so-called Economic Importance (EI) and Supply Risk (SR)[1](#fn1){ref-type="fn"} : 20 out of the 26 identified as CRM in the updated list of 2017 are metallic minerals or metalloids.[2](#fn2){ref-type="fn"} This legal framework breaks away from previous commercially based approaches and focuses on boosting European production, either by promoting new mining activities or through recycling activities ([@b0190]).

3. The new landscapes of metal ore {#s0015}
==================================

Amongst the critical raw material list of 2017 many are metals such as cobalt, vanadium, platinum, tantalum, rare earth elements, magnesium and tungsten, amongst others of which Europe's supply is highly dependent on the international market ([@b0150]). The materials that account for the highest Economic Importance score in the EU are tungsten (EI = 7.3) and magnesium metal (EI = 7.1) ([@b0185], [@b0190]: 41). In the midst of what has come to be known as the 'Fourth Industrial Revolution' ([@b0415]), championing digital industrialization and clean technologies, the demand on these rare and exotic minerals is growing due to its applications in the high tech, defense, chemistry, industry and electronic sectors. It may even grow further due to the current Covid-19 global pandemic, considered by many as a consequence of the ecological threats posed by global capitalism ([@b0405], [@b0240]). Even though the share of EU global extraction of metal minerals is low, especially in comparison to Latin American and Asian outputs, European extraction of iron, ferrous and non-ferrous alloys, and precious metals has been increasing slowly in the past years ([@b0150], 28--29). At the same time, the import reliance in the EU for metal ores, which is in general high ([@b0150]), has followed a downward path since 2009, with the economic crisis ([@b0195], see [Fig. 2](#f0010){ref-type="fig"} ). But how much of this decline is related to the deployment of the *Raw Materials Initiative* is difficult to tell.Fig. 2Import reliance in the EU-28 for raw materials in the initial state of supply chain. Source: [@b0150], 34.

It is important to stress that the highest percentage of mineral extraction in the EU is of construction minerals, a sector that underwent a peak from mid-1990s to 2008, followed by the extraction of industrial minerals. Metals minerals extraction comes after, showing a clear increase starting around 2009 ([@b0150], 42). A key fact to grasp the growing relevance of metallic minerals' extraction in Europe is the significant investment increase of EU Research and Development investor companies between 2006 and 2016, around 75%. Such growth was most noticeable for the base metal sector, especially between 2013 and 2016 ([@b0150], 44, see [Fig. 3](#f0015){ref-type="fig"} ).Fig. 3Annual R&D investment by key EU based investing companies, by raw materials sector group (EU-29, 2006--2016). Source: [@b0150], 48.

About 300 enterprises are involved in metal ore mining across the EU, with Sweden spearheading iron ore mining and countries such as Poland, Bulgaria, Finland, Sweden, Portugal, Austria, Ireland and Spain increasing its activities related to non-ferrous metal ores mining ([@b0195]). *The Raw Materials Scoreboard* of 2017 ([@b0150], 56; [@b0175], 10) celebrates the opening of new mines in Europe since 2014: Bulgaria (lead) and Spain (copper), Italy, Finland or Romania. Its stand is clear, European potential for mining and mineral extraction is not fulfilled and the budget for exploration activities remains low, which is working against European development in terms of economic growth and jobs: 'The EU's Raw Materials Initiative and the European Innovation Partnership on Raw Materials aim to facilitate further improvements in domestic framework conditions for mining' ([@b0150], 57). Therefore, these two initiatives are actively advocating for what they consider to be a more stable and efficient mining policy amidst the reigning diversity of European countries (Minlex Project [@b0180]).

To achieve a deeper understanding of contemporary European rural development, it is crucial to understand the new legislative framework and the self-provision emphasis on CRMs. Despite the relevance of this political shift and its impact on the transformation of rural dynamics, this changing scenario has not been thoroughly analyzed by social scientists yet. There are, though, a significant number of study cases that are emerging across Europe: mining and energy ([@b0290], [@b0090]), mining and environment ([@b0365], [@b0490], [@b0020], [@b0485]), and mining and social conflict ([@b0140], [@b0495], [@b0375], [@b0300], [@b0435], [@b0280]). These studies offer new understandings within the framework provided by *The Raw Materials Initiative* contributing to a comprehensive and comparative approach to a complex phenomenon that is steadily spreading across the continent.

The critical supply situation of raw materials and the subsequent growth of metal ores extraction affecting Europe, together with the influence of new extractivist neoliberal models ([@b0540]), will have a deep impact on the everchanging profile of its rural areas. Amidst the consequences of the global economic and financial crisis, Europe is exploring novel approaches to the exploitation of its natural resources, unfolding an emerging landscape of metal mining that will have critical consequences for the rural world ([@b0040], [@b0065]). The expansion of these new legal and physical landscapes of metal ore across Europe, however, despite the political actors, budgets, and economic projects involved, has not been widely publicized in the mass media and has taken many by surprise. Particularly, these new uses of the landscape are competing with previous emphases on conservation, which are nonetheless still steering European policy. How is the new mining boom interacting with the aim of 'a high level of protection and improvement of the quality of the environment', as determined by different regulations of the EU ([@b0310])?

4. Europe and conservation {#s0020}
==========================

Ironically, the same political actor that is generating opportunities for the return of mining to the rural areas of Europe, has been for decades transforming these very same areas with environmental policies. At this point in history over 18% of the European territory is under some type of conservation, with 784,994 km^2^ protected under Natura 2000 ([@bib541], [@bib543]). This percentage, logically, once we discount the urban, industrial and commercial agricultural areas is a lot higher in the peripheral rural areas of Europe.

Very early on, the EU became, with the *Birds directive* (1972), or *Habitat directive* (1992), a major actor with responsibility on the transformation of the rural world by setting areas aside for the purpose of environmental conservation. The expansion of mining will necessarily result on a confrontation of these two potential developmental paths. To grasp the impact of this critical mining push in the rural areas of Europe, it is essential to analyze as well its confrontation with the dense environmental regulatory framework that sustained the conservation paradigm that since the 1970s expanded across the continent: the European Community's new environmental regime ([@b0250], [@b0285]). Within this regime, conservation and protectionist issues became one of the political priorities of the EU ([@b0355]). This environmental framework, however, is not limited to territorial conservation. Through the *EU Environment Action Program* (2002), it integrates sustainability and sound management considerations such as permission and inspection standards in all sorts of fields ([@b0310]).[3](#fn3){ref-type="fn"}

This performative role of conservation as a key developmentalist tool, has moved the preservationist effort into the economic realm as well. Natural and cultural heritage tourism are a fundamental economic sector of rural Europe ([@b0510]; [@b0055]; [@b0525]; [@b0410]; [@b0015]). This imbrication of conservation, tourism, sustainability, and local development has resulted in a process of commodification of nature ([@b0105], [@b0270]). Global capitalism, however, manifests in very different ways in different locales. With the disembarkment of mining, the political economy of many European rural areas is about to experience a radical reshuffle. From a political perspective, this new mining regime, with a legal as well as a socioecological footprint, emerges in direct friction with the previous environmental paradigm ([@b0005], [@b0440]). Extractivism, focused on water, energy, or minerals, because of the scale of its operations and needed investments, is a large corporation type of activity and as such, when implemented, it radically transforms local governance and politics ([@b0475], [@b0540]). This friction, these fundamental differences, between conservation and mining unveils radical contradictions of the public policy framework in place, both at national and European level.

This struggle between conservation and environmental policies and the new drive for critical raw materials becomes apparent in various documents and reports recently produced by the EC: *The Commission final communication on the raw materials initiative --- meeting our critical needs for growth and jobs* ([@b0165]), the *EC guidance on undertaking non-energy extractive activities in accordance with NATURA 2000 requirements* ([@b0175]) or the *Minlex Project* ([@b0180]). In some aspects, these documents advocate, in subtle and not so subtle ways, for a revision of previous political trends focused on environmental protection, and are a probable consequence of internal tensions within the EC. The language and explicit goals of this approach is a clear sign of changing EU discourses and political dynamics, and anticipates a wider confrontation. While during the 90′s the World Bank took the lead in its fight against Global South states' restrictions on foreign investment and natural resources extraction (see Moody quoted in [@b0295]), at the beginning of the new century the pressure to deregulate and privatize many mining sectors around the globe was brought about by the IMF ([@b0275]). Over this period, Europe remained in some aspects a conservation enclave with pioneering policies on environmental protection integrated into all other EC policies (Article 11 TFEU, see [@b0310]), a trend that could be directly threatened in the following years.

In the *Raw Materials Initiative* ([@b0165]) the Commission acknowledges that the implementation of the Natura 2000 legislation, protecting large areas of the European rural landscapes from exploitation, is in some regards competing directly with the extractive industries, and stresses that the referred legislation does not completely excludes extractive operations: '...the Commission and Member States have committed themselves to developing guidelines for industry and authorities in order to clarify how extraction activities in or near Natura 2000 areas can be reconciled with environmental protection' ([@b0165]: 9--10) or 'streamline the administrative conditions and speed up the permit process for exploration and extraction activities' ([@b0165]: 9). In other words, the new legal framework that intends to promote mining, emerges already in direct and explicit dialogue with a previous legal regime that was focused on environmental preservation. The document also states that land use planning must consider access to raw materials deposits. In the same line, in 2011 an EC document reflected on the interactions between Natura 2000 and the Non-Energy Extractive Industries (NEEI). In it, the EC through the collaboration of the EC Working Group (representatives of the industry sectors, experts and NGOs), was trying to develop strategic guidelines on 'how the potential impacts of extraction activities on nature and biodiversity can be minimized or avoided altogether' ([@b0175], 4).

Amidst the potential effects of extractive industries on biodiversity this last document acknowledges the damaging consequences of potential habitat loss and degradation, species disturbance and displacements and states the need to avoid, or at least mitigate, the most relevant damages. These could be caused by the most usual practices of extractive industries such as land clearance, hydraulic disruption (alteration of hydrological conditions and changes in water quality), habitat changes that may promote invasive species colonization, noise and vibrations or movement related disturbances, dust, landslides and collapses. The document states the need to determine if the potential effects are significant or not ([@b0175], 37), and in the case that they are considered so it develops the idea of 'imperative reasons for overriding public interest (IROPI)' as expressed in the Article 6(4) of the *Habitats Directive*, even in spite of negative assessments ([@b0175], 48). These imperatives could be of a social or economic nature and compensatory measures should be taken when applicable (EC: 2018b). In fact, Article 6 of the *Habitats Directive* as proposed by the European Commission was brought to Court by the Member States (case C-57/89). In this case, the Court ruled in favor of Member States allowing them to reduce or impair protected areas on behalf of a general interest, specifying that economic and recreational requirements should not be considered priorities ([@b0305]). Nonetheless, Member States considered that the prohibition was too strict, and included into Article 6 the possibility of limiting protection on a designated habitat area for economic and social reasons. In his analysis of the Opinions of the Commission under Article 6(4), Krämer contends that the exploration of alternatives by Member States to avoid serious damages on protected areas is not always taken seriously enough, and that no intense debate is normally undertook on whether IROPIs are actually imperative for validating the impairing of protected areas. In light of the new priorities stablished under the *Raw Materials Initiative* discussed above, it is easy to argue that critical raw materials are crucial for broadening mining expansion across rural areas, since they are often considered as 'overriding public interest'.

In the same vein, the *Study on the Legal framework for mineral extraction and permitting procedures for exploration and exploitation in the EU* (Minlex Project, EC, 2016), a key document assessing the variability of practices and procurements among Member States, ascertains that the freedom of establishment and of providing services are two internal market core principles in the EU and not always equally secured across states. This study, elaborated by MinPol and partners[4](#fn4){ref-type="fn"} , is probably the most direct intent to provide rationales to overcome what they consider to be 'several issues which restrict permitting procedures and act against a level playing field for the NEEI sector' within the EU legal framework for exploration and for exploitation of non-energy minerals ([@b0180], ix). Amongst others, the study denounces the existence of 'overly restrictive' approaches in the implementation of the Directiveś provisions by Member States' reported by the industry ([@b0180], x), as well as it reports their concern over appeals: 'because, even though they ensure the right of access to justice, they often cause excessively lengthy, costly and unpredictable permitting procedures for potential investors, and also for the permitting authorities, and other concerned stakeholders. We find that preventing cases from reaching judicial instances appears as one of the best ways to avoid unnecessary delays in permitting procedures' ([@b0180], x). [@b0540] emphasize that State agencies are often crucial to facilitate mining industry take overs by setting up legal and infrastructural frameworks. Therefore, the Raw Materials Initiative through its various outcomes, documents and reports, could be considered as a fundamental step in setting up the legal framework to enable mineral land grabbing of metal ores resources across European rural areas, disregarding previous conservation efforts. Metal mining is impelled from high European political spheres pursuing a concrete objective: increase self-sufficiency as a critical aspect of European industrial and technical competitiveness. Curiously the European Union advocates for self-sufficiency while at the same time it is clearly committed to a neoliberal agenda ([@b0235], [@b0315]).

Rurality has traditionally been associated with processes of decline, depopulation and marginalization ([@b0115], [@b0520]), in many cases underpinned by negative teleological assumptions of rural evolution. But the overstatement of rural decline and the labelling of the countryside as 'empty' have also been considered as useful metaphors to pave the way for renewed processes of dispossession ([@b0215]). Certain programs and legislation in different countries target hinterland areas as 'resource banks' from where to seize natural and cultural assets to serve urban populations ([@b0320]; [@b0330], [@b0145]). This is done without considering local dynamics and needs, both of rural inhabitants and their landscapes. The advance of the mineral age across Europe may imply an exacerbation of a process of 'inner colonialism' projected onto rural areas which have traditionally suffered from persistent underdevelopment and overuse of local resources in order to fulfill urban demands ([@b0080]; [@b9000]). The high levels of variability of the value of commodities subjected to large fluctuations due to changing global conditions, economic variations and availability, make extractive modes of production extremely fragile and unstable, therefore potentially undermining the local possibilities of economic and social reproduction ([@b0095]; [@b0465]). The parceling out of rural territories in terms of identifiable assets, where critical raw materials, natural resources or cultural heritage are singled out as commodities, disregarding the embeddedness of social, cultural and natural life, is a classic example of the selective approach to production implemented by the extractive industry in particular and global capitalism in general.

5. The lessons from the south {#s0025}
=============================

Extractivism and its related topics, such as corporate practices, social and environmental effects and changing relationships, abrupt transformations in livelihood, and so on, have been widely studied in the Global South, mainly in Latin America, Africa and Asia ([@b0050], [@b0225], [@b0275], [@b0295], [@b0395], [@b0430]). The rich potential of this research field is conspicuous in light of the current expansion of social movements and contentious coalitions confronting and resisting the impacts of mining and other mega-projects that accompany infrastructure expansion in several areas of the world ([@b0255]; [@bib542]; [@b0020]). If extractivism in the Global South implies barrenness, manifested in the depletion of natural resources, water and soil contamination, destruction of the natural environment, disruption of local social relations, unemployment and displacement of local population ([@b0035], [@b0540]), the renewed expansion of metal mining in Europe requires a vigilant and permanent critical analysis.

Mining has often been presented as integral part of the project of modernity, jointly with industrialization and development. Mining integrates the locality into modernity, into global networks of distribution and consumption, but its aftermath, when the mines close, often results on a new level of peripheralization. Ferguson's study of the Zambian Copperbelt discusses the dispossession and disconnection suffered by local workers facing the experience of 'being thrown aside' ([@b0205], 2002) when the global market imposed a sudden deindustrialization process. In the Global South, extractivism most often than not comes as part of the colonial project, as an economic mode of production that taps into natural resources and diverts profit away from peripheral economies. Bunker refers to the regions with 'extractive modes of production' based on commodities as 'extreme peripheries', due to the 'extremely low proportions of capital and labor incorporated in the total value of their exports' [@b0095]. With the last twenty years of technical and engineering improvements in the mining industry, local supplies of labor are even less relevant. Moreover, the rapid development of infrastructures, roads and facilities nearby the natural resources made these volatile projects destined to a quick abandonment once the resources are depleted ([@b0455]). Some researchers have been warning for quite a while that the neoliberal project that had been running amok through the global South was in the process, once troubleshooted, of being implemented in the north ([@b0120], [@b0470]).

These debates on extractivism may serve to advance and expand contemporary knowledge on the rural transition in Europe. Definitions of extractivism coined according to the experience in the Global South highlight the monopolization of resources, close relations between states and corporations, and the fulfillment of concrete infrastructure needs (such as harbors, transport networks, political stability, specific relations of capital/labor, etc.) as fundamental aspects of the articulation of these modes of extraction ([@b0095]; [@b0220]). The neglect of the local conditions of reproduction, both in social and natural terms, and the focus on maximizing production turns extractivism into a destructive process ([@b0540]). Despite this, corporate lobbies acting in Europe advocate for the increasing benefits of the mining industry, resorting both to the economic and employment benefits and to the age-old mining culture in European history, building a particular narrative on the mining heritage of the continent (e.g. Mining [@b0360]). Investment in mining has been fostered once again as a way out of economic depression and a potential growth and development trigger within rural communities across Western Europe (see [@b0150]). This approach is offered alongside cautious descriptions of a new mining sector concerned with ethical issues and sustainable exploitation of natural resources (see [@b0175], [@b0260], [@b0110]). Mining corporations and lobbies acting worldwide broadcast newly crafted narratives of technological development and innovative modes of production that pledge for better corporate social responsibility and sustainable practices. Nonetheless, as discussed above, recent studies show that the opposite can be true ([@b0220], [@b0295]; [@bib544]). The idea of a "resource curse" developed within economic debates ([@b0030]), emerges from the wide range of studies conducted in the Global South, and must be considered when analysing the recent metal ore mining push in Europe. Despite the long and mostly negative experience of extractivism abroad ([@b0350], [@b0225]), the promise of modernity through mining is still operating within contemporary European imaginaries of development, mainly among corporate and political discourses.

6. Conclusion {#s0030}
=============

In this article we focus on the novel critical mineral mining push and its fundamental interconnectedness with conservation politics and rural change across Europe. We have focused on the textual analysis of policies related to the expansion of metal mining in Europe, and the interaction with other relevant bodies of law, directives, and regulations on protected areas and rural development. By bringing to the fore the current metal mining in Europe, the article, in order to build a broader understanding of contemporary rural dynamics in Europe, analyzes an emerging body of policies that will contribute to redefine the shifting paradigms of rural change.

Until recently, conservation policies and tourism promotion were the almost exclusive developmentalist frameworks available for the peripheral areas of rural Europe. The pervasive presence of commodification, the proliferation of forms of capital accumulation, and the production of economic value by reconceptualizing cultural and natural resources, have been persistent features driving rural developmental logics in recent decades. On the one hand, the conservation shift proved to be enmeshed within a logic of commoditization, developing a protectionist frame while making it profitable. Several authors have already discussed how culture and nature became new economic resources to be tapped within the new heritage regimes ([@b0060]). On the other hand, for years, the conservationist effort has provided as well, a governance framework for the rural areas and its inhabitants. This paradigm is still at work, but it shares its predominance with the upcoming emphasis on metal ore extraction, together with similar dynamics spreading throughout Europe in which natural resources such as water, energy, or land are being harnessed in the form of critical land grabs. The expansion of extractivist dynamics across Europe, such as the growth of metal mining, might become the latest chapter in European rural change.

Mining is always a disruptive phenomenon that deeply impacts the sociocultural dynamics and the political economy of place-making ([@b0050]). In the next few years critical ore extraction has the potential to radically change the European socioeconomic scenario and might have a crucial impact on the short-term future development of its rural areas. Despite the relevance and growing incidence of mining activities in Europe and their profound impact on the development of rural areas and sustainability debates, social sciences are still more focused on the analysis of extractivism and mining policies in the Global South. There is a clear need to reignite the field of extractivism studies in Europe and Western countries more broadly, being as it is an essential area of the recent political shifts towards a raw materials' sovereignty.
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For more information on the current criticality paradigm see [@b0245]. The EI calculus is based on the relevance of specific materials in the EU end-use applications and the performance of available substitutes; while the SR is based on the risk estimation of a supply disruption of certain materials ([@b0190]).

The List of Critical Raw Materials is available here: <https://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/raw-materials/specific-interest/critical_en>

Examples include the *Directive on the management of waste from extractive industries* (2006/21/EC), the *Environmental Liability Directive* (2004/35/EC), the *Water Framework Directive* (2000/60/EC) and the *Groundwater Directive* (2006/118/EC), the *Marine Strategy Framework Directive* (2008/56/EC), the EU *Strategy on Sustainable Use of Natural Resources, or the precautionary principle* ([@b0175], 27).

MinPol - Agency for International Minerals Policy is a private limited company (GmbH) in Austrian law. They motto read: 'Mineral resources are our passion'. More information: <http://www.minpol.com/index2.html>
